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This study describes a survey of prison librarians and volunteers who have worked for 
prison book collectives within the past six months. The survey was conducted to explore 
what popular fiction and nonfiction materials inmates have requested from prison 
librarians and volunteers from external organizations. 
Although the study was unable to effectively connect inmate demographic information to 
the kinds of book requests made, it still collected some valuable insight on which the 
most popular fiction and nonfiction materials among inmates are. Suggestions made 
include keeping prison library collections as diverse as possible, since inmates are often 
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Prison librarians provide invaluable services to inmates. The reading materials 
and programming they curate have been linked to decreased stress and disruption in 
prisons, proving that the libraries are an advantageous resource to not only prisoners, but 
prison staff members as well (Pitts, 1995). Additionally, libraries offer educational 
resources to prisoners, and those who gain skills or educational advancement during their 
incarceration are notably more likely to be employed and less likely to face future arrests 
(“Research on Reentry and Employment,” 2013). 
Despite the clear beneficial nature of the services they contribute, prison librarians 
face challenges that don't affect librarians in traditional settings. When interviewed, some 
prison librarians have said the libraries are perceived as ‘frills’ that soak up funding that 
could otherwise be reallocated (Rubin, 1995).  
The scrutiny that prison librarians face over funding can perhaps be explained by 
looking at the current incarceration rate statistics compared to their disproportionately 
small budgets. As of 2015, the most recent year for which the Bureau of Justice has 
released data on the subject, an estimated 2,173,800 adults are incarcerated in US federal 
and state prisons and jails (“Bureau of Justice Statistics”, 2015). Yet despite the ever-
increasing prison population, prison administrators often have their hands tied with 
slashed budgets handed down to them.  
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For instance, in 2018 the Florida Department of Corrections had to account for a 
28-million-dollar budget cut (Klas, 2018). When essential medical services like substance 
abuse and mental health programs are removed (Klas, 2018), it becomes that much more 
difficult to support prison libraries financially. Illinois, for instance, was forced to reduce 
its annual spending on books for prisons from $750,000 in 2000 to $276 in 2017 (Gaines, 
2018). These funding issues are a systemic problem that affect everyone involved. 
Underfunded and facing scrutiny, prison librarians can’t work alone. There exist a 
number of prison book collectives that receive book requests through the mail from 
inmates. Volunteers for these organizations process the requests and send out matching 
books. These groups are located across the United States, with most serving specialized 
regions. The state and individual prison regulations can vary greatly and require localized 
specialization. For example, in North Carolina specific titles are frequently added to and 
removed from banned book lists, and hardcover books weighing over a certain amount 
are banned since they could potentially be used as weapons (Hancock, 2018). The 
volunteers are busy not only processing numerous requests but keeping up to date with a 
constantly rotating list of banned books and the most recent packaging rules (Hancock, 
2018). 
Considering the overwhelming amount of work prison librarians and book 
collective volunteers must keep up with, they have little time to examine the requests 
they receive and analyze them for potential trends. This in turn presents a unique 








1. How do prison demographic (ie. minimum vs maximum, geographic area) affect 
the attributes of book requests made by current inmates, including genre, specific 
titles, and language of requests? 
2. Can an analysis of frequency and types of requests be used to better inform prison 






































Current Prison Library Landscape 
 
 For prison librarians, the conflict between the innate desire to provide access to 
information and the job requirement to remove risky material is well-documented. One 
author eloquently sums it up not as “the professional librarian’s philosophical and ethical 
commitment to free access to information and the very real constraints that are or may be 
imposed on access to reading materials in the prison environment,” (Lehmann, 2011). 
Learning how to provide access to information in a highly regulated environment is 
crucial to the job. 
 Understanding that it’s against most librarian ideologies to gate-keep information, 
the American Library Association (ALA) has provided standards to help professionals. It 
dedicates a page to Prisoners’ Rights to Read, an interpretation derived from its Library 
Bill of Rights (ALA, 2019). First drafted in 2010 and most recently updated in 2019, the 
page provides a model of operation. These include the adoption of written policies that 
address possible challenges, the ability to acquire materials that reflect user interests 
(with consideration to language barriers), and access to the internet (ALA, 2019). Its 
language advocates heavily against censorship, saying that no materials should be banned 
unless they present an imminent risk, and reaffirming inmates’ rights to the same 
information as non-incarcerated citizens. 
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 Additionally, the ALA distributes the Library Standards for Adult Correctional 
Institutions, which gives recommendations for practices ranging from the size of book 
collections to staffing (ALA, 1992). Its suggestions can be used by practicing prison
librarians in need of data to support any budgetary requests. 
 This material presents a picture of enforced standards throughout prison libraries. 
However, its critical to remember that the ALA is not a legislative power and these 
standards are only ideals, not commands. 
 One of the major issues facing prison libraries is censorship of materials, as is 
elaborated on in its dedicated section below, as well as a lack of funding for purchasing 
materials or keeping libraries staffed. 
 Despite these challenges, time and again prison libraries have proven to be a 
valuable resource both to prison staff and inmate rehabilitation, providing materials and 
programming that better allow them to better reintegrate in general society upon release 
(“Research on Reentry and Employment,” 2013). 
 
Collection Development Overview 
  
To put it succinctly, the books prison library shelves don’t mirror those of a 
public library. “Middle-class bias being what it is, you might be surprised to learn that 
inmates’ reading tastes are incredibly broad, including everything from ethnic 
empowerment to love poetry, from freemasonry to colored-pencil drawing techniques, 
from parenting teenagers to residential floor plan design” (Clark, 2006). 
 Even after considering these broadly ranged interests, librarians must also factor 
in special needs such as “education level, their mostly disadvantaged social and economic 
 7 
background, and their high rate of substance abuse and mental illness” (Lehmann, 2011). 
It’s not enough to provide the requested genres, librarians must also ensure that the 
inmate population is able to read them. It can be a difficult task considering education 
levels among inmates range from those who haven’t completed high school to those with 
higher level degrees. 
 Thus, collections cultivated for inmates can be as broad ranging as children’s 
books to classics taught in high schools (Clark, 2006). The need for diverse collections 
cannot be emphasized enough. Popular nonfiction and fiction materials, which this 
research focuses on, provides inmates with “desperately need[ed] psychological escape 
and emotional enrichment” (Clark, 2006). 
 Prison library collection development policies require different data those of 
public or academic institutions. Traditional approaches like looking at current best-sellers 
of vendor lists might not be relevant in this setting (Clark, 2006). The inmate population 
bears large discrepancy from the general population of the United States. Racial 
minorities and men are over-represented (“Bureau of Justice Statistics”, 2015), so their 
interests must be emphasized. 
Therefore, authors suggest taking instead a user-focused approach, finding out 
what users are interested in and selecting materials that reflect those interests. Standard 
methods include community forums, interviews, and surveys (Clark, 2006). The most 
important aspect of user needs assessment is that any practices must be ongoing, 




Challenges & Banned Books 
  
Most challenges to prison library collections take the form of banned titles and 
topics. The most frequently banned books are unsurprisingly the ones that pose direct 
security risks to the prison, such as “bomb making, prison escapes, martial arts… as well 
as materials that advocate violence and hate or contains pornography,” (Lehmann, 2011). 
Even the ALA Prisoners’ Right to Read agrees that these materials should be excluded 
from prison libraries (ALA, 2019). The page insists, however, the materials classified as 
a security risk must be thoroughly considered. This classification should not be used 
lightly and only on materials that “present an actual compelling and imminent risk to 
safety and security should be restricted,” (ALA, 2019). 
In practice, banned books are not solely limited to the topics listed above. 
Prohibited materials can cover a range of genres depending on the state and individual 
institution. For instance, the Texas prison system as of 2017 had a list of approximately 
10,000 banned titles including Charlie Brown Christmas and The Color Purple (Haag, 
2017). The North Carolina Department of Public Safety also published a “Disapproved 
Publications Report” as of 2018, with titles ranging from the Watchmen comic series to 
issues of “Rolling Stone”, (Lenzmeier, 2018). 
From an outsider’s perspective, it can be difficult to rationalize why certain 
materials are banned if the threat isn’t immediately obvious. This is perhaps best 
exemplified by a recent case in Oregon. In April of 2019 the Oregon Department of 
Corrections published its “Rejected Books Report”, which provided a list of prohibited 
titles as well as a note on what security code each book violated (Rejected Books Report, 
2019). Local newspapers criticized its inclusion of books about technology such as 
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“Blockchain Revolution, Python Programming for Beginners, The Hidden Language of 
Computer Hardware and Software, and Windows 10 for Dummies” (Brown, 2019). 
Critics argued that the books taught basic computer skills and would be helpful for 
inmates trying to build job skills. The Oregon DOC released the following statement in 
response: 
“A prisoner copied staff files when an employee unwittingly put a malicious 
thumb drive into a computer. ‘Not only do we have to think about classic prison 
escape and riot efforts like digging holes, jumping fences and starting fires, 
modernity requires that we also protect our prisons and the public against data 
system breaches and malware,’ Oregon DOC spokesperson Jennifer Black told 
Motherboard. ‘It is a balancing act we are actively trying to achieve.’” (Brown, 
2019) 
 
The representative also mentioned that inmates with increased computer access were 
leaving each other messages, a potential security risk (Brown, 2019). Banned books are a 
notoriously incendiary topic for all parties involved, especially when everyone has a clear 
line of reasoning, as was the case in this situation. 
 In order to limit materials from being unnecessarily removed from collections, 
several sources suggest a strong mission and collection development policy that’s made 
in collaboration with the prison administration (Clark, 2006; Lehmann, 2011). These 
policies do run the risk of becoming defunct as administrators and librarians leave the 
institution. Therefore, continuous reassessment and support of the administration is 
necessary. 
Prison Book Collectives 
  
Prison book collectives are volunteer organizations that provide books to inmates. 
For examples, Appendix B shows a list of collectives that were discoverable via major 
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search engines. Organizations serve different states, types of inmates, and often have 
mission statements that determine which genres they specialize in. 
Most collectives have a standard workflow of receiving requests from inmates, 
selecting matching materials, and shipping them out to the originating address. One 
collective based in Durham, North Carolina “gets more than 50 letters each week. Each 
Sunday, about a dozen volunteers meet to read the letters and determine if they have 
books that fit the prisoner’s request. When they do, they mail the prisoner the books and, 
often, a personal message” (Hancock, 2018). 
Book collectives try to keep up with banned book lists from the states they serve. 
Most collectives, for instance, cannot accept hardcover donations due to prison “safety 
































 The initial proposal for this project was much different than the one implemented. 
Originally, this study aimed to look directly at inmate requests sent to several prison book 
collectives in the Chapel Hill area of North Carolina. Using an inductive method, the 
study would have derived codes from the letters, making note of demographic 
information and genre requests. 
 This project was deemed too intensive for a Master’s paper that needed to be 
completed in a single semester. Determining the codes themselves could have taken 
several months, leaving no time to process or analyze the information. The project would 
also have been contingent upon agreement from outside organizations, something they 
might not have agreed to due to inconvenience or, more importantly, ethical concerns. 
Even after removing all identifying information from the inmate letters, there would still 
remain the underlying issue of lack of consent. The inmates would have no way to give 
their approval for their letters to be used as data for a research project.  
 These ethical concerns, as well as logistic issues prompted the change in 
methodology to the current project. Instead of looking at inmate letters, this research 
instead centered around surveying prison librarians and volunteers for prison book 
collectives. The survey asked for their experiences of genre and title requests for popular 
fiction and nonfiction from inmates. Although slightly roundabout, this methodology 





 This survey aimed at getting a mix of quantitative and qualitative data so that 
genres and titles could be ranked for popularity and so subjects could leave their 
individual feedback if desired. The survey can be seen in its entirety in Appendix A. 
 Most of the survey is dedicated to seeing how frequently genres are requested, 
with the goal of tying them back to inmate demographics (such as gender, state, and 
security level). To get quantitative data on how popular each genre is, they had to be 
listed out to the subjects along with a scale determining request frequencies. 
 To see which genres would be worth listing, the author looked at a random 
sampling of volunteer prison book collectives (derived from the sample frame in 
Appendix B). Most websites had a dedicated page labeled along the lines of ‘frequently 
requested donations’, where they listed which genres they most needed. The author 
divided the genres into two subcategories, fiction and nonfiction, and then made note of 
how many organizations requested individual genres. 
 Any genre requested by more than one organization appeared on the final survey. 
This limitation was put into place to ensure that the list of genres was not overwhelming 
for the study participants. If a survey is too lengthy, there runs the risk that users will quit 
midway and leave it incomplete. In order to minimize this risk, the author wanted to toe 
the line between including a comprehensive list of genres while leaving out possibly 
obscure ones. 
 To make up for any forgotten genres that survey participants deemed important, 
there was space at the end of each Likert Scale matrix for write-in answers. Participants 
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were welcomed to make note of any important genres, as well as how often they were 
requested. 
 Originally, the survey used a 5-point Likert Scale labeled from ‘less frequent’ to 
‘most frequent’. However, there was a concern that this left room for confusion in the 
cases when a participant never received a request for a particular genre. Thus, the survey 
was edited to include a ‘0’ value for ‘never. This clarified that the ‘1’ value was only for 
genres that had received requests, just in very rare instances. 
 There was also a write-in section at the end of the survey, included by the 
suggestion of the advisor. This question summarized the point of the research and asked 




There were some challenges in reaching survey participants which resulted in 
some loose sampling methodology. As two groups were surveyed (prison librarians and 
prison book collective volunteers), the recruitment process and the resulting challenges 
for each will be discussed separately below. 
 
Group A: Prison Librarians 
 
Trying to find a sample frame for current prison librarians proved difficult. Some 
literature pointed to a nationwide Directory of State Prison Librarians updated by the 
Maryland Correctional Education Libraries. Further investigation showed, however, that 
it was really a directory of the libraries themselves and only listed physical mailing 
addresses (ILS Staff, 2019). This could have proved as a useful sample frame with a 
written mailed survey, but not an electric one for which email addresses were necessary. 
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Eventually, the researchers settled on the standard way of contacting prison 
librarians, which was to go through the official listserv run by the ALA (Library Services 
to Prisoners). Since the listserv is private, there was no way extract the email addresses 
and perform a random sample. Instead, the message was forwarded to every address on 
the listserv, effectively performing a census. 
More importantly, there is no way to determine how effective this sample frame 
was. As of the time the survey went out, there were 571 subscribers. However, it’s 
unknown how many current prison librarians subscribe to the listserv, or of the emails on 
it, how many are currently active. Therefore, it’s difficult to determine the actual 
response rate. As elaborated on in the Results section, 31 librarians responded out of 571 
(5%). However, the survey aimed to contact librarians who’ve worked within the past six 
months. If most of the subscribers to the listserv are retired or hold other positions, the 
response rate of the desired population might have been higher in actuality. 
This segues to the final recruitment challenger that became apparent in hindsight. 
The survey intended to review current inmate book requests. Thus, the first question 
asked participants if they had worked within the past six months, effectively blocking out 
anyone recently retired. This may have been a mistake, especially considering the low 
response rate. After all, six months after a 30-year career is an inconsequential amount of 
time. The survey may have been improved by instead asking respondents how long 
they’ve either worked at a prison library and asked for a certain amount of experience. 
Suggestions on how to more effectively reach the prison librarian population are 




Group B: Prison Book Collective Volunteers 
 
 There was no existing sample frame that could be used to contact members of this 
population, so one had to be created. This process started with the author using major 
search engines and key terms such as “prison book collective”, “prison book groups”, and 
“book donations to prisoners/inmates” as well as individual states. 
 As these searches brought up results, each website was recorded into an Excel 
sheet with information on the collective’s name, operating city, website, and email 
address for possible contact. Several collectives had pages labeled “Comrades” or “Other 
Book to Prisoner Programs” which were useful in finding organizations that didn’t come 
up in the searches listed above. 
 Appendix B shows the results of which collectives were found. Since only 34 
total collectives were discovered, of which 31 had up-to-date email address for contact, 
the author decided to contact them via a census instead of sampling. This decision was a 
result of concerns with the prison librarian population and whether there would be 
enough data to determine any results. 
 Twenty-three prison book collective volunteers responded out of 31 emails sent 
(74%). This was a major success and gives precedent to further research done in 








 Of 62 total responses, 31 (50%) were from librarians who work in prison settings, 
23 (37%) were from volunteers from organizations that send books to inmates, and 8 
(13%) were neither within the past six months.  
 Of prison librarian responses, 13 states were represented. Virginia had the most 
responses at 10. Wisconsin came in second at five responses. 
Table 1: Prison Librarian Responses 
 
 Volunteer organizations serve varying numbers of states, some reaching across 
the entire United States including Alaska and Hawaii, while others focus on specific local 
areas. Thus, the survey asked which states the organization sends books to rather than 
where the organization is located. 
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 Of the respondents to this survey, the most frequently served state was Alabama 
with 13 organizations sending books there. The least frequently served state was 
Michigan, with only four organizations sending books there. The average number of 
organizations that served each state was 7.7. Overall, the distribution among the 50 states 
was relatively even. 
 Only four responders worked in or sent books to purely female institutions. 24 
worked only with men, and 23 worked with both genders. It should be noted here that of 
the 54 viable total responses, only 51 users answered this question for reasons that will be 
elaborated on in the Discussion. 
 When asked what security levels responders served, the responses were relatively 
evenly distributed, with slightly more responders working with inmates in medium 
security facilities. 






Genre & Title Requests 
 
 Two Likert Scale matrixes were included in the survey, ranging from value zero 
(no requests), value one (least frequent) to value five (most frequent). This scale aimed to 
determine the frequencies that popular fiction and nonfiction genres were requested by 
inmates. Additionally, there was space to write in answers following each matrix.  
 The mean response for each fiction and non-fiction genre is presented below. 
Please note that the statistical software interpreted zero (no requests) as a minimum value 











































For fiction, the genres with the highest means of request frequency were fantasy 
(5.4), urban fiction (5.38), and thrillers (5). The genres with the lowest means were 
children’s fiction (1.77), foreign language fiction other than Spanish (1.9), and short 
stories (2.13). 
For non-fiction, the genres with the highest means of request frequency were how 
to draw books (4.98), English dictionaries (4.96), and books on legal help (4.84). The 
genres with the lowest means were LGBTQ non-fiction (2.13), SAT test prep (2.56), and 
cookbooks (3.22). 
The distribution of respondent percentages for each point value for fiction and 
non-fiction genres is displayed in Appendices C and D. 
 There were two write-in sections where respondents could indicate any fiction or 
non-fiction genres otherwise forgotten about the survey. In 11 responses for fiction there 
were seven mentions of specific genres. The most popular was paranormal romance, with 
two mentions. In 18 responses for non-fiction there were 69 mentions of specific genres. 
The most frequently mentioned genres (3 mentions each) were coloring books, science, 
and self-help. 
 More detailed notes on these responses can be found in Appendix E. 
 The survey also looked to collect data on specific title requests. Many participants 
relayed their most recently received requests, as well as linked to organizational wish-
lists or copied past book orders. Five participants noted that they received too many 
requests to list in the survey. 
The titles written in for this question of the survey reflect the breadth of genres 
seen in the tables above, ranging from classics by Machiavelli and Aristotle to the latest 
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installments of middle-grade fantasy series. Unfortunately, due to length, it was 
unfeasible to copy the list of title requests into the appendix. 
Collection Development 
  
Both groups of participants were asked if their organizations had current 
collection development or donation request policies in place. If they answered “yes”, they 
were prompted to write in what data was used to create the policies. If they answered 
“no”, they were asked what data would be useful in the future creation of one. 
Twenty-one out of 30 (70%) total prison librarian respondents had collection 
development policies in place already. When asked what data was used to create the 
policy, respondents most frequently referred to the Department of Corrections or other 
administrative groups, followed by personal librarian experience, and circulation data. 
When those without a current collection development policy in place were asked what 
might help create one, half of the respondents mentioned improved funding, and only one 
referred to usage statistics.  
Eighteen out of 21 (86%) volunteers had donation request policies already in 
place. When asked what data was used to create the policy, respondents mentioned more 
varied data than the librarian responses. Several respondents who answered yes and then 
elaborated clarified that they accept most books except very ‘egregious’ ones (examples 
included topics of white supremacy and ‘extreme’ conspiracy theories). Others based 
their policies on denial letters they had previously received from prisons, such as for 




Request Data & Implications 
 
 One of the research questions that prefaced this study was whether inmate 
demographics affect the type of genre and title requests they make of their librarians and 
volunteer organizations. Upon looking at the popular fiction and nonfiction requests 
(Tables 3 & 4) broken down by facility security level, the mean request value remained 
largely similar with no significant changes. There didn’t appear to be any genres that 
were requested greater or fewer times depending on institution security level. 
 It was similarly difficult to find trends based on inmate genders. Only four 
respondents worked exclusively with women, whereas most worked with men or both 
genders. Given this small representation, it’s difficult to draw any true conclusions from 
this survey about the needs of female inmates. A caveat to this section, of course, is that 
the demographic information asked about this topic was limiting. As one responder 
mentioned, librarians and volunteers serve trans* and nonbinary inmates who weren’t 
accurately accounted for in the demographic question. The survey aimed to ask how the 
institution itself was classified, but if replicated in future research, taking an inmate-
focused approach may lead to more comprehensive results. 
 Despite not being able to answer the first research question, the data collected in 
this study can still be used to delve into the second question, “Can an analysis of 
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frequency and types of requests be used to better inform prison library collection 
development practices?” 
Looking at frequency that genres have been requested as well as write-ins for 
genres that the survey didn’t cover, one can see the breadth of inmate requests. As one 
respondent put it, “While the population may differ from the general population in many 
respects--particularly education level and literacy--there are still a wide variety of reading 
interests and I am constantly surprised by people's requests.” 
 Ultimately, the survey shed light on some of the more frequently requested fiction 
and nonfiction genres, which were fantasy, urban fiction, thrillers for fiction (Table 3) 
and how-to-draw books, English dictionaries, and legal help materials for non-fiction 
(Table 4). In the space allowing respondents to write-in any other genres, the data 
revealed an emphasis on coloring books, science, and self-help materials (Appendix E). 
Topics that could be classified under the umbrella of hobbies were also popular.
 Although “Legal Help”, as mentioned above, was the third most popularly 
requested non-fiction genre, it should be noted that law libraries and legal materials often 
circulate separately from the systems that manage popular materials. One respondent 
noted that “help requests go to a specific individual in the prison, as a result we never 
receive those requests. Presumably they are making those requests, just not to us.” 
 An additional note of interest in relation to genre-requests is that inmates often 
don’t realize what materials are available to be requested. “If you can provide uncommon 
but high demand genres, requests will increase. Our demand for comics wasn't high until 
we began providing them, then demand shot up. Ditto conspiracies, pagan religions, 
secret societies, conspiracies.” This seems to suggest a direct relationship between robust 
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prison library collections and the number of requests made from outside organizations or 
inter-library-loan systems. This suggests that prison book collectives are not used to 
supplement for sparse library collections. Rather, inmates reach out to them after having 
their interests piqued by library materials.  
 A final note on the discussion of genre requests is the question of whether books 
should be provided simply because they’re requested. One respondent brought up the 
issue that ‘wants’ don’t always reflect ‘needs’ of a population:  
“Is your survey/study taking into account that what inmates request often runs 
counter to their psychological and emotional programming needs? Quite often, 
[what] prisoners want is antithetical to the rehabilitation and socialization efforts 
of psychiatrists, psychologists, caseworkers, chaplains, and vendors who are 
contracted to deliver assistance with substance abuse counseling, sex offender 
treatment, restorative justice, alcoholism, anger management, etc. In other words, 
what and inmate wants and what she or he needs are often two different things.” 
 
This is a point that hasn’t otherwise been reflected in much of the literature. The 
Prisoners’ Right to Read document suggests providing all material asked for so long as 
they don’t present security risks (ALA, 2019). However, the argument that librarians 
should curate texts based on population needs runs in line with policies of schools and 
rehabilitation programs. The combined role of librarians both as providers and 




 Ultimately, it appears that the data gathered from this survey will be more useful 
for prison book collectives than to librarians working in prison settings. When asked 
about what data would be useful to create collection development policies, very few 
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librarians mentioned circulation statistics. Most instead referred to mandates from the 
prison administration or state level mandates.  
 Alternatively, the findings suggest that prison librarians should look outside of 
requests and circulating materials to new genres that may incite interest among patrons. 
As one responder put it, “Well-stocked prison libraries would go a long way toward 
helping inmates broaden their interests and perspectives if they had an opportunity to 
actually browse the full range of topics and genres available in a normal library.” It’s 
difficult for inmates to know what purchases to suggest when they aren’t aware of the 
breadth of topics available to them. 
 Prison book collectives and other volunteer organizations have a bit more 
freedom when it comes to selecting materials to send and what to purchase with monetary 
donations. They’re still, however, largely constrained by prohibited material lists at 
certain institutions. Some respondents suggested that a united front is necessary both to 
help inmates learn which organizations are available to them and to educate volunteers on 
what materials can be sent. “I would like to see a collective that brings us all together to 
make sure that inmates get the proper education they need.” 
 Setting up a nationwide ‘consortium’ of book collectives may be the next step in 
providing inmates with supplementary materials that library budgets can’t otherwise 
provide. Volunteer organizations are beginning to feel financial strain as well, many 
receiving more and more requests and finding it difficult to keep afloat: 
 
“I suspect most books to prisons groups are facing unsustainable growth in 
requests. [Organization Title] is experiencing (very roughly) 10% growth in 
requests for books every year - and that discounts requests for books we can't 
possibly provide or requests that come within our 5-month wait period. We can't 
keep up with demand.” 
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Without deep institutional changes it may be difficult for even external organizations to 




 This study has resulted in some suggestions for future research on similar 
subjects. One possibility is to follow the original proposal more closely and look directly 
at inmate book requests sent to prison book collectives. With sufficient time and funding, 
it may be possible to use the return addresses from the book request letters and inform 
inmates of the project. This proposal would still rely on the cooperation of prison book 
collectives but may be feasible if the ethical concerns are fully addressed. 
 Another suggestion is to replicate a similar survey using better sampling practices. 
This survey sent out a message inviting participation to the ALA Services to Prisoners 
listserv. Alternatively, the Directory of State Prison Libraries (ILS Staff, 2019) could be 
used. This directory presents an updated list of physical mailing addresses for all prison 
libraries in the United States. The list could be sample, with paper surveys physically 
mailed to each library. Although it would be more time-consuming to collect and analyze 
data in this format as opposed to doing so online with an emailed survey, the results 












 Although this research isn’t generalizable due to loose sampling methods, it does 
back up previous literature on the subject of prison libraries that suggests the need for 
constant user-oriented data collection. The requests sent from inmates to volunteer 
organizations are rife with useful data. The unprecedentedly high 74% response rate from 
book collective volunteers suggests that possible future research may be done in 
collaboration with these groups. 
 Overall, the data wasn’t able to connect demographic information like geographic 
location or inmate gender to what genres were connected. However, the data points out 
that making inmates aware of the diverse topics available to them increases the number 
and types of requests put through to librarians and external organizations. Prison libraries 
are what inmates have immediate access to and cannot be overstated in importance. 
 The data on genre requests is more likely to help prison book collectives since 
they have fewer restrictions on what content they can buy, although they run the risk of 
institutions sending back packages. However, organizations may be beginning to see 
similar issues as prison librarians. Increased requests with stagnant donations can 
diminish their effectiveness, causing substantial wait times for inmates. These groups 






Appendix A: Survey 
 
1. Which of the following best describes your current work? If both a and b apply, 
please select a. 
a. Librarian who works in a prison setting. 
i. If a: Which state do you currently work in? 
b. Volunteer for an organization that sends books to inmates. 
i. If b: Which states does your organization currently serve? Please 
select all which are applicable. 
c. Neither within the past six months. 
i. If c, end survey: Thank you for your participation. This survey 
aims to research current trends in prisoner book requests and is 
being limited to the past six months. 
 






3. What is the security level of the prison(s) which your library or volunteer 






4. In your experience, which of the following fiction genres are most often requested 
by prisoners? 1 being the least frequent, and 5 being the most frequent. 
 
a. Black literature 
b. Children’s fiction 
c. Christian Fiction 




h. Fiction in a foreign language: Spanish 
i. Fiction in a foreign language: Other than Spanish
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j. Historical fiction 
k. Horror 
l. LGBTQ fiction 
m. Literary fiction 
n. Middle-grade fiction 
o. Mysteries 
p. Poetry 
q. Romance novels 
r. Science fiction 
s. Short story anthologies 
t. Thrillers 
u. Urban fiction 
v. Westerns 
w. YA fiction 
x. Write-in answer: If we have forgotten any genres you have seen 
requested, please use this space to write the genres and a number scale of 
how often they’re requested. 
 
5. In your experience, which of the following non-fiction genres are most often 




b. Autobiographies & Memoirs 
c. Biographies 
d. Black studies 
e. Computers & Technology 
f. Cookbooks 
g. Dictionaries: English 
h. Dictionaries: English to Spanish 
i. Dictionaries: English to non-Spanish foreign language 
j. Health: Addiction & Recovery 
k. Health: Fitness, nutrition, etc. 
l. Health: Mental health, depression, etc. 
m. History 
n. How to Draw Books 
o. Job Prep: Job searching, resumes, etc. 
p. Legal help 
q. LGBTQ nonfiction 
r. Puzzle books: Sudoku, word searches, etc. 
s. Real estate 
t. Religion  
u. Small business 
v. Test Prep: GED 
w. Test Prep: SAT 
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x. Trade skills: HVAC, plumbing, carpentry etc. 
y. True Crime 
z. Write-in answer: If we have forgotten any genres that you have seen 
requested, please use this space to write the genres and a number scale of 
how often they’re requested. 
 
6. Have you seen any specific title requests from prisoners?  If so, please list them 
below. 
 
Many book collectives and prison libraries already have wish lists of specific 
book titles. If these titles have been requested directly by prisoners themselves, 
you can either link to the list or copy and paste it below.  
 
 
7. A. (If answered A, “librarian” to question 1) Does the prison library in which you 
work currently have a collection development policy? 
A. Yes 
a. How was the policy created? (Ex. Data sources, political 
mandate, etc.) 
B. No 
a. What data would be most helpful in creating a policy in the 
future? 
 
B. (If answered B, “volunteer” to question 1) Does the organization for which you 
volunteer currently have a donation request policy? 
A. Yes 
a. How was the policy created? (Ex. Data sources, an 
organizational philosophy, etc.) 
B. No 
a. What data would be most helpful in creating a policy in the 
future? 
 
8. This survey aims to examine current trends in prisoner book requests and see if 
there is a connection between the requests and demographic data. Ultimately, the 
results aim to help librarians and volunteers update and maintain their collection 
development and donation policies.  
 
Given this, are there any comments or suggestions you would like to add that this survey 







Appendix B: Prison Book Collective List 
 
Please note that this appendix is not the original chart that was compiled. To 
prevent any emails from being mined, they have been replaced by a “yes” or “no” that 
indicates if a contact email was provided on the website. Only those with “yes” were sent 




Book Collective Base City Email 
(Yes/No) 
Appalachian Prison Book Project Morgantown, WV Yes 
Asheville Prison Books Program Asheville, NC No 
Athens Books to Prisoners Athens, OH Yes 
Big House Books Jackson, MS Yes 
Book 'Em Pittsburgh, PA Yes 
Books 2 Prisoners New Orleans, LA Yes 
Books for Prisoners at UCSD San Diego, CA No 
Books Through Bars Philadelphia, PA Yes 
Books Through Bars - NYC New York, NY Yes 
Books to Prisoners Seattle, WA Yes 
Chicago Books to Women in 
Prisoners 
Chicago, IL Yes 
DC Books to Prison Project Washington, DC Yes 
Gainesville Books for Prisoners Gainesville, FL Yes 
Inside Books Project Austin, TX Yes 
Ithaca College Books Thru Bars Ithaca, NY Yes 
LGBT Books to Prisoners Madison, WI Yes 
Liberation Library Chicago, IL Yes 
Louisville Books to Prisoners Louisville, KY Yes 
Midwest Pages to Prisoners Project Bloomington, IN Yes 
Olympia Books to Prisoners Seattle, WA Yes 
Open Books Bookstore Pensacola, FL Yes 
Portland Books to Prisoners Portland, OR Yes 
Prison Book Program Quincy, MA Yes 
Prison Book Project Northampton, MA Yes 
Prison Books Collective Durham, NC Yes 
Prisoners Literature Project San Francisco, CA Yes 
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Providence Books through Bars Providence, RI Yes 
Read Between the Bars Tuscon, AZ Yes 
Reading Reduces Recidivism Urbana-
Champaign, IL 
Yes 
The Prison Library Project Claremont, CA Yes 
Unitarian Universalist Ann Arbor 
Prison Books 
Ann Arbor, MI Yes 





Wisconsin Books to Prisoners Madison, WI Yes 
Women's Prison Book Project Minneapolis, MN Yes 
 
Appendix C: Fiction Genre Requests 
 
Genre 0 1 2 3 4 5 
Black Literature 4.26% 12.77% 10.64% 23.40% 34.04% 14.89% 
Children’s Fiction 46.81% 38.30% 6.38% 8.51% 0.00% 0.00% 
Christian Fiction 17.39% 47.83% 15.22% 13.04% 4.35% 2.17% 
Comics / Graphic Novels 4.17% 6.25% 4.17% 25.00% 35.42% 25.00% 
Crime 2.08% 4.17% 10.42% 27.08% 29.17% 27.08% 
Erotica 8.70% 19.57% 13.04% 28.26% 19.57% 10.87% 
Fantasy 2.08% 0.00% 0.00% 10.42% 29.17% 58.33% 
Foreign Language Fiction: 
Spanish 
12.50% 22.92% 25.00% 27.08% 10.42% 2.08% 
Foreign Language Fiction: 
Other than Spanish 
47.92% 35.42% 2.08% 10.42% 2.08% 2.08% 
Historical fiction 16.67% 27.08% 27.08% 20.83% 8.33% 0.00% 
Horror 0.00% 12.50% 2.08% 31.25% 39.58% 14.58% 
LGBTQ Fiction 31.25% 37.50% 16.67% 12.50% 2.08% 0.00% 
Literary Fiction 10.42% 27.08% 25.00% 14.58% 14.58% 8.33% 
Middle-Grade Fiction 25.00% 33.33% 22.92% 14.58% 2.08% 2.08% 
Mysteries 4.17% 0.00% 10.42% 18.75% 33.33% 33.33% 
Poetry 10.42% 29.17% 37.50% 14.58% 8.33% 0.00% 
Romance 10.64% 25.53% 25.53% 21.28% 12.77% 4.26% 
Science Fiction 0.00% 8.51% 12.77% 27.66% 31.91% 19.15% 
Short Stories 29.17% 41.67% 18.75% 8.33% 2.08% 0.00% 
Thrillers 2.08% 2.08% 4.17% 12.50% 43.75% 35.42% 
Urban Fiction 2.08% 2.08% 6.25% 2.08% 20.83% 66.67% 
Westerns 6.25% 8.33% 12.50% 22.92% 25.00% 25.00% 






Appendix D: Non-Fiction Genre Requests 
 
Genre 0 1 2 3 4 5 
Automotive 12.50% 18.75% 25.00% 20.83% 22.92% 0.00% 
Autobiographies & Memoirs 2.04% 12.24% 22.45% 30.61% 24.49% 8.16% 
Biographies 0.00% 8.51% 34.04% 29.79% 19.15% 8.51% 
Black Studies 8.16% 10.20% 18.37% 28.57% 22.45% 12.24% 
Computers & Technology 6.12% 14.29% 20.41% 32.65% 22.45% 4.08% 
Cookbooks 12.24% 20.41% 22.45% 24.49% 18.37% 2.04% 
Dictionaries: English 4.26% 2.13% 8.51% 21.28% 6.38% 57.45% 
Dictionaries: English to 
Spanish 
12.24% 4.08% 12.24% 24.49% 26.53% 20.41% 
Dictionaries: English to non-
Spanish Foreign Language 
16.33% 10.20% 24.49% 28.57% 12.24% 8.16% 
Health: Addiction & Recovery 16.67% 12.50% 22.92% 16.67% 20.83% 10.42% 
Health: Fitness, nutrition, etc. 2.04% 2.04% 14.29% 26.53% 36.73% 18.37% 
Health: Mental health, 
depression, etc. 
4.08% 10.20% 22.45% 24.49% 26.53% 12.24% 
History 2.13% 4.26% 19.15% 36.17% 25.53% 12.77% 
How to Draw Books 8.16% 2.04% 4.08% 8.16% 24.49% 53.06% 
Job Prep: Job searching, 
resumes, etc. 
6.12% 14.29% 12.24% 22.45% 20.41% 24.49% 
Legal Help 4.08% 4.08% 6.12% 16.33% 28.57% 40.82% 
LGBTQ Nonfiction 39.58% 31.25% 12.50% 10.42% 6.25% 0.00% 
Puzzle books: Sudoku, word 
searches, etc. 
10.20% 14.29% 10.20% 18.37% 18.37% 28.57% 
Real Estate 14.29% 18.37% 14.29% 22.45% 18.37% 12.24% 
Religion 10.20% 8.16% 16.33% 20.41% 24.49% 20.41% 
Small Business 6.38% 2.13% 6.38% 27.66% 31.91% 25.53% 
Test Prep: GED 16.33% 12.24% 12.24% 26.53% 18.37% 14.29% 
Test Prep: SAT 35.42% 18.75% 16.67% 16.67% 8.33% 4.17% 
Trade skills: HVAC, 
plumbing, carpentry etc. 
10.20% 6.12% 10.20% 24.49% 30.61% 18.37% 
True Crime 8.33% 6.25% 6.25% 18.75% 27.08% 33.33% 
 
Appendix E: Write-In Genre Requests 
 
For the write-in responses, not all participants identified a rank of popularity. 
Thus, for this section the chart displays the genre, how many participants identified it, 
and any additional notes. Some notes in the write-in sections mentioned genres that 
already appeared in the matrixes above or in the opposite section (fiction vs nonfiction) 
and thus have been left out of the write-in tables. If a write-in answer provided an 
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extrapolation on categories listed above (ex. Comedian & musician biographies instead of 
just biographies) it was included in the chart. 
 Some survey participants indicated frequency of requests on the 1 to 5 scale while 
others did not. To make the charts as simple as possible, ‘number of mentions’ refers to 
how many individual responses mentioned the specific genre. ‘Notes’ includes each 
mention of a particular frequency rank separately, which is why “Ranked as 5” appears 
twice on the ‘Notes’ of the ‘Paranormal Romance’ genre below. 
 
Table 1: Write in Fiction Requests 
 
Genre Number of Mentions Notes 
Classics 1 Ranked as 3 
Dystopian 1  
Erotica 1 Ranked as 0 because inmates are aware it’s 
banned. 
Manga 1  
Paranormal Romance 2 Ranked as 5 
Ranked as 5 
Vampires 1  
 
Table 2: Write in Non-Fiction Requests 
 
Genre Number of Mentions Notes 
Animals 2 Ranked as 3 
Ranked as 3 
Art 2 Ranked as 3 
Astrology / Horoscopes  1  
Biographies – Comedians 1 Ranked as 3 
Biographies – Musicians 1 Ranked as 5 
Chicano Studies 1 Ranked as 5 
Coloring Books 3 “so, so many [requests]” 
Ranked as 4 
Conspiracy Theories 2 “Ancient Aliens / Secret Societies” – Ranked as 3 
DIY 1 Ranked as 3 
Encyclopedias  1 Ranked as 1 
Farming 1 Ranked as 2 
Finance 1  
Food Trucks 1  
Foreign Language 
Learning 
1 Ranked as 1 
Gardening 2 Ranked as 4 
Health – Diet 1  
Hispanic Culture 1 Ranked as 5 
History - Mexico 1 Ranked as 5 
 36 
History – World & 
Specific 
1 Ranked as 3 
Hobbies – Chess 1 Ranked as 4 
Hobbies - Crafting 1 Ranked as 5 
Hobbies – Crochet 2 Ranked as 4 
Ranked as 5 
Hobbies – D&D Manuals 1  
Hobbies - Gardening 2 Ranked as 4 
 
Hobbies – Knitting 1 Ranked as 5 
Hobbies – Origami 1 Ranked as 5 
How to Write 1 Ranked as 2 
How to Write – 
Autobiographies 
1  
Humor 1 Ranked as 5 
Large Print - Bibles 1 Ranked as 4 
Math 1 Ranked as 3 
Math – General 1 Ranked as 2 
Music 2 Ranked as 3 
Ranked as 3 
Music – How to & History 1 Ranked as 3 
Mythology 1 Ranked as 2 
Nature 1 Ranked as 3 
New Age / Spirituality 2 Ranked as 3 
Ranked as 3 
Occult 1 Ranked as 3 
Philosophy 1 Ranked as 2 
Plants 1 Ranked as 3 
Psychology 1  
Re-entry Guides 1  
Science 3 Ranked as 3 
Ranked as 3 
Ranked as 3 
Science – Popular 1 Ranked as 2 
Self Help 3 Ranked as 3 
Ranked as 3 
Sociology 1  
Sports 1  
Sports – Outdoor 1 Ranked as 3 
Sports – Players & Games 1 Ranked as 3 
Survival / Self-Sufficient 
Living 
2 Ranked as 4 
Ranked as 3 
Tattoo Books 1 Ranked as 2 
“Requested, but we don’t provide them” 
Trade – Commercial 
Drivers License Prep 
1 Ranked as 2 
War & Military 1 Ranked as 2 
Wiccan & Alternative 
Spirituality 
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